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In mid-October, Ramiro Contreras, the lead prosecutor investigating a massacre of Guatemalan
refugees in 1995, resigned from the case and from his job, saying his work was obstructed by the
attorney general's office. The resignation occurred three years after charges were first brought
against an army officer and 24 soldiers involved in the slaughter. On Oct.5, 1995, Lt. Antonio Lanan
Chaclan led an army patrol into the community of Xaman in the northern department of Alta
Verapaz. Eleven people were killed and 27 were wounded. Some 200 campesino families repatriated
from refugee camps in Mexico in 1994 live in Xaman.
The military is mounting a defense based on justifiable homicide. Under international pressure, the
government tried the case in a civilian rather than a secret military court. It was the first time the
military has had to answer in open court for any of the more than 400 massacres of civilians that the
army is said to have carried out during the 36 years of civil war that ended in 1996. The case was first
heard in a court in Copan, but under motions filed by Nobel Laureate Rigoberta Menchu regarding
irregularities in the court procedure, the trial was dissolved and a new trial scheduled for the end of
October.
Among the irregularities alleged by Menchu was the court's acceptance of tainted and questionable
evidence introduced by the defense and the rejection of admissible prosecution evidence. Menchu
also charged that the government destroyed or lost evidence helpful to the prosecution and had
been sloppy and incompetent in investigating the massacre.
At a news conference in early October, Menchu, acting as a private complainant in the case, said
that during the first phase of the trial, the prosecution was able to charge that the killings were
extrajudicial executions. This marked an advance in the confrontation with the military over its
record of human rights abuses, she said. But she also accused the military of bribing the court,
fabricating evidence, and bribing witnesses to lie in return for land.
Menchu praised Contreras for bringing the charges but said he had received death threats and that
the government was blocking his progress in the case to force his resignation. Menchu said that
she has reported the attorney general's conduct in the Xaman case to the Inter-American Court
of Human Rights in Washington. Eduardo Salermo, who represents the Menchu Foundation at
the Inter-American Court, said he fears the judge in the new trial will accept the military's false
evidence and that the attorney general will replace Contreras with a prosecutor intimidated by
the military [Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 10/05/98; Associated Press, 10/06/98; La Prensa
(Guatemala), 10/13/98; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 10/14/98]
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